CHAPTER XI

THE BRAZILIAN PLATEAU: THE NORTH-
EASTERN CAATINGAS AND  SERTAOS

FROM the eastern coastal plain across to the middle Tocan-
tins, and from the northern coastal lowlands to the borders
of Bahia and beyond, extends a region which is marked
by uncertainty of rainfall and partial aridity. Here the Brazilian
Plateau begins to break up, and finally ends in the heights over-
looking the Atlantic in Rio Grande do Norte and Ceara, and it
is only on these and on the high ridges farther inland that the
rainfall is sufficient anywhere, except on the coastal strip, to
support forests of the evergreen tropical type or to allow agri-
culture to be carried on without great risk of crop failure through
droughts. The area in which these conditions hold comprises
the upland in the four north-eastern states, also in Piauhy,
Alagoas and Sergipe, and in South-Eastern Maranhao and
Northern Bahia.

The inhabitants of the north-eastern districts have given
distinctive names to the various zones of vegetation that are
encountered on travelling inland from the coast. These zones
correspond to changes in the elevation and the amount of the
rainfall. The relatively well-watered coastal lowlands, averaging
from 30 to 40 miles in width, where tropical crops can be grown,
are called the matta; there the original vegetation was forest,
thin in most places. The intermediate parts of the plateau behind
the matta are called agrestes and caatingas, the second of these
names being used to denote the open stands of rather short and
thorny trees and plants, including cacti, that have adapted
themselves to these dry areas.1 Above the caatingas are the
sertaos, covering very wide areas in the interior. The natural
vegetation consists of brushwood and grasses, interspersed with
belts and patches of caatinga, among the stunted trees of which
grass also grows. On the serras that traverse the region yet
another zone of vegetation, namely, true forest, is found on
elevations exceeding 3,000 feet (Fig. 20).

1 The term "caatinga " has come into general use throughout the civilized
world to describe the peculiar drought-resisting type of vegetation found
in the hot, semi-arid regions of the New World.
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